From "Peasant Bandit" to "Prominent Personality" : Bai Lang in the Scales of History by Billingsley Philip et al.
― ―51
From “Peasant Bandit” to
“Prominent Personality” :
Bai Lang in the Scales of History＊
Philip BILLINGSLEY＊＊
XU Youwei＊＊＊
＊AUTHORS’ NOTE:
The authors would like to express their thanks to the following individu-
als and organizations, without whose help and cooperation this article could
not have been written.
Mr. Feng Puyou of the Henan Provincial Gazetteer Office ; Mr. Jia
Yong’an, Director of the County Gazetteer Office, Baofeng, Henan ; Profes-
sor Jiang Xiangyan of the History Department, Zhengzhou University ; Mr.
Li Chenyou and Mr. Lu Haijiang of the Henan Party History Research Insti-
tute ; Professor Ma Xiaoquan, Chief Editor for Henan University Press ;
Professor Wang Quanying of the History Research Institute, Henan Acad-
emy of Social Sciences ; Professor Weng Youwei, Senior Editor of Shixue
yuekan, published by Henan University ; Mr. Xu Hongqi of the Politics and
History Department, Pingdingshan Municipal Teachers’ College ; Professor
Xu Youli of the History Department, Zhengzhou University ; Ms. Yu Haizhu,
Deputy Director of the Party History Research Institute of Baofeng, Henan ;
Professor Zhang Jiuzhou of the History Department, Henan University ; Mr.
Zhang Xianming, formerly Deputy Chairman of the CPPCC office in
Baofeng, Henan ; and Mr. Zhao Guofu, Director of the Cultural Relics Man-
agement Section of the Culture and Television Bureau, Shilong Ward, Ping-
dingshan City.
＊＊本学文学部
＊＊＊上海大学文学院歴史系
キーワード：Bandits, Rebellion, History, Scholarship, China
About 150 kilometres’ drive southwest from Zhenghou, capital city of Henan
province, brings you to the sprawling provincial city of Pingdingshan. Along-
side the highway running through the northeast corner of the village of
Guanzhuangcun in the city’s Shilong (“Stone Dragon”) Ward is a small, rub-
bish-strewed plot of earth, and in the centre, in stark contrast to its surround-
ings, is a large ornamental gravestone. On one side can be found boldly
inscribed the four words Yijun lingxiu (“Commander of the Righteous Army”),
and beneath them a further four : Bai Lang zhi mu (The Grave of Bai Lang).
For this stone commemorates none other than Bai Lang, leader of “Old
China’s last great peasant rebellion” that for three years from late 1911 to mid-
1914 sent shudders through the newborn government and caused panic among
the international community of north China. Erected in September 1996 by
the People’s Government of Pingdingshan’s West Ward1) beside the spot
where Bai Lang’s family had quietly buried his headless torso (his head had
been cut off and displayed on the walls of Kaifeng “as a lesson to the others”)
following his death in battle in July 1914, the stone gives a brief resume of Bai
Lang’s life, then records that “this stone is inscribed that his valour may be re-
membered eternally”. It was a final, belated tribute to the hero whose reputa-
tion had seen so many fluctuations over the 82 years since his death.2)
＊
In October 1911, Bai Lang found himself at the head of a small group of
angry villagers from the hamlet of Daliu in Baofeng County, adjacent to what
is now Pingdingshan city. Starving after years of bad harvests, smouldering
with resentment at the brutal venality of local officials and landlords, they
raided the local armoury and vowed to take violent revenge, “robbing the rich
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to help the poor” (dafu jipin). They could hardly have imagined that the
events they had set in motion would swell their numbers to more than 20,000,
spill over into five provinces and affect more than 80 counties of north China,
cause the mobilization of hundreds of thousands of government troops, send
tremors through the treaty ports, and almost provoke a foreign intervention.
The storm-filled 90 years since Bai Lang’s death have been described as
“China’s tumultuous century”, and Bai Lang’s image changed along with the
times. From having once been no more than a “bandit chief”, he subsequently
metamorphosed into the “leader of China’s last great peasant rebellion”, cred-
ited with being the “mainstay of the bourgeois-democratic revolution”, “op-
posed to feudalism”, “opposed to imperialism” or both, and only in the past
few years have researchers gained the freedom to be able to point out that
“what is important is what Bai Lang was and did, not what we call him”.
(Conversation with Zhang Xianming, Baofeng, November 2003) This review
article will trace the changing attitudes of Chinese historians, especially from
the 1950s to the present, to Bai Lang and his “Righteous Rebellion”, against
the backdrop of the transformation taking place in China itself.3)
STAGE ONE: 19551966
Universally dismissed as a “brigand” (tufei) or “roaming bandit” (liukou),
Bai Lang featured rarely in historical accounts of the Republican period before
1949 except as “evidence” of the depths of chaos that the country had fallen
into during those years, or as proof of the ineffectiveness of Yuan Shikai’s
Beiyang4) government. Not until after the founding of the People’s Republic
(PRC) did historians, with official backing, begin a serious assessment of the
man and his movement, and the years from 1955 until the outbreak of the
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“Cultural Revolution” in 1966 marked the first stage of Bai Lang scholarship
in China. In contrast to research on bandits, which, because of the delicate na-
ture of the subject, did not take off until the 1980s, (Xu & Billingsley 2002)
studies of Bai Lang, carefully defining him as being a “peasant rebel” rather
than a bandit, began to appear within a half-dozen years of “Liberation” in
1949.
With a few exceptions, the research on Bai Lang has been largely carried
out by scholars either living or working in Henan. They had access to local
materials that were not available elsewhere and, into the 1950s at least, the
memory of Bai Lang’s rebellion remained strong in much of the province. The
exceptions were mainly scholars in Beijing, where the records of the govern-
ment’s military campaigns against Bai Lang were housed ; or those in prov-
inces through which the rebels had passed－Gansu, and, to a lesser extent,
Anhui－whose interest had been sparked by materials discovered in local
archives. (Hubei, for some reason, has yet to provide the focus for any pub-
lished work on Bai Lang.) In the same way, journals publishing Bai Lang-
related studies tended to be concentrated in those provinces, with Shixue
yuekan (Historical studies monthly), published jointly in Kaifeng by the Henan
Historical Association and Henan University, becoming (especially during the
pre-1966 period) the principal forum (it carried as many as 12 out of the 29 ar-
ticles listed in the bibliography to this review).5)
The ball was first set rolling by the appearance in 1956 of two contrasting ar-
ticles in the Beijing journal Jindaishi ziliao. The first, XIAN YUN’s ‘Bai Lang
shimoji’ (The whole story of the White Wolf), (Xian Yun 1956) edited by a
young Zhengzhou-based historian named Huang Guangkuo, was an eyewitness
account of the rebellion that had originally been published in 1915 in the jour-
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nal Zhonghua xiaoshuojie. By his own admission, Huang amended the hostile
tone of the original piece to make it more palatable to modern readers, cutting
out the foreword and conclusion among other things as “lacking value as his-
torical materials”, and also altering the title from “Wolf Calamity” (Lang huo)
to “White Wolf” (Bai Lang).6) For all its conservative tone and its failure to at-
tempt any explanation of the movement’s significance, the article provided a
wealth of information never before available about Bai Lang’s movement, in-
cluding the proclamations it posted in various places, details of the band’s in-
ternal organization, and the confessions of captured outlaws, and it thus
became a basic source for the work on Bai Lang that followed.
The second article, more objective in its tone but ultimately dismissive of
the movement’s potential, was ‘Ji Bai Lang shi’ (A memoir of the White Wolf
affair) by QIAO XUWU, (Qiao Xuwu 1956) a former military officer who had
taken part in the suppression campaign. (Du Chunhe 1980 : 410n) Quoting ex-
tensively from eyewitnesses, former captives and soldiers, from contemporary
newspapers and journals like the Dongfang zazhi, and also from warlord Feng
Yuxiang’s autobiography Wodi shenghuo,7) Qiao’s piece too provided the nuts
and bolts for later scholars to work on. A map of Bai Lang’s military campaigns
appended to the end of the article revealed to many people for the first time
their amazing geographical scope as Bai led his army from their home base in
Henan south to Hubei, east to Anhui, and finally west to Shaanxi and Gansu
before, having failed to break through into Sichuan, they returned to Henan
and eventual disintegration.
Whether or not more cautious scholars had been waiting for someone else
to test the waters, the appearance of these two articles represented the ruling
Communist Party (CPC)’s stamp of approval, and the following decade saw
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the appearance of a dozen or so scholarly articles dealing with various aspects
of Bai Lang’s movement. First up was LAI XINXIA, the first Chinese historian
not only to characterize Bai Lang as “leader of a peasant rebellion”, but also to
emphasize the rebellion’s nature as being “anti-warlord”.8) As well as clarify-
ing the situation in Henan that had led Bai Lang to take up arms, Lai’s article
quoted extensively from sources that showed the rebel army’s strong disci-
pline and superlative tactics, and set out what he considered the principal rea-
sons for Bai Lang’s defeat. (Lai Xinxia 1957)
By referring to the “nature” (xingzhi) of the movement as “anti-warlord”,
Lai Xinxia had wittingly or unwittingly opened the floodgates to a torrent of ar-
gument regarding its “real” nature. Was it “anti-warlord”, or “anti-imperial-
ist”, or was it both? By and large these arguments were in the tradition of
CPC orthodoxy regarding the peasant wars (nongmin zhanzheng) that were
held to have provided the driving force for Chinese history in the absence of
proletarian (read CPC) leadership,9) and sought to determine the “function”
(zuoyong) played by Bai Lang’s movement in China’s unfolding revolution.
Lai had ended his article with a call for scholars to devote more energy to
analyzing what he called this “epoch-making” rebellion, in particular for them
to collect materials that would throw more light on its origins, scale, and basic
nature. (Lai Xinxia 1957 : 16) The response was not long in coming, and was
spearheaded by DONG KECHANG. In the first of two articles devoted to un-
covering the real nature of the rebellion, (Dong Kechang 1958) Dong exam-
ined and dismissed the claims, still current at the time among historians, that
Bai Lang represented no more than a bandit outbreak or military rebellion,10)
and stressed its “function” in tying down so many military divisions, costing
the warlord government so much money, causing so many political reshuffles,
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As well as pointing out their “statist” or structural-functionalist approach to
the rebellion, it could also be said that both Dong Kechang and Lai Xinxia were
engaged in clearing away the propaganda debris that had collected around the
image of Bai Lang during forty years of misreporting, since Lai had devoted a
large part of his own article to outlining the various theories that had devel-
oped regarding Bai Lang’s origins and pre-1911 activities. (Lai Xinxia 1957 : 11
12) In the event, all of these theories were laid to rest with the appearance
in early 1960 of the report of an investigation carried out in the birthplace of
Bai Lang’s rebellion (Kaifeng 1960) and its summary published soon after-
ward. ([Hu Siyong] 1960)
The investigation was carried out by a small group of researchers formed
jointly by the History Department of Kaifeng Normal College (now Kaifeng
Normal University) and the History Research Institute of the Henan Academy
of Sciences. Over a period of 24 days during November 1959, it scoured the
three counties of Baofeng, Lushan and Linru, the original focus of Bai Lang’s
movement, and tracked down some 85 people associated with Bai Lang, in-
cluding not only his daughter and niece but also his former bodyguard and sev-
eral one-time associates or playmates.11) It revealed vital information about the
circumstances surrounding the movement’s early years and eventual demise,
about the rebels’ rapport with local people, and about Bai Lang himself. As to
events outside that small area, however, the investigation confessed that it
naturally had nothing to offer, (Kaifeng 1960 : 68) and it has been left to later
scholars to flesh out the rest of the story.
From the Foreword to the Report, it becomes clear how much importance
the government was attributing to Bai Lang’s rebellion and how it fitted into
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Party orthodoxy on historical forces. Pointing out how pre-1949 establishment
historians had hitherto distorted the facts of the rebellion and dismissed it as
no more than a “bandit outbreak”, the report stressed the need to carry out an
on-the-spot investigation so as to marshal the facts that would “illustrate the
glorious tradition of peasants’ revolutionary struggles”, while at the same time
“refuting the slanders of the enemy”. Under the “leadership and instruction”
of the Party committee of Henan Teachers’ College, the Report tells us, a
“Bai Lang Rebellion Investigation Group” was organized, and, at every turn
during the investigation, the researchers had the “support and cooperation” of
local Party committees. (Kaifeng 1960 : 68)
Although it does not say so specifically, it seems obvious that the financing
for the investigation also came out of Party coffers. While this “support and
cooperation” no doubt meant that local peasants warmed to the activities of the
research group much more quickly than might have been the case otherwise,
it also ensured that the questions they asked fell within the rubric that had al-
ready been set out for them at the Party’s higher levels. Consequently, al-
though it would be four decades before he could publicly say so, one of the
participants regretted that the questions asked of their interviewees were
hamstrung by the contemporary stress on class struggle, with the result that
many important questions were left unasked. (Interview with Zhang Xian-
ming, Baofeng, November 21 2003) For all its shortcomings though, we can
say that, had it not been for the Report, much of the subsequent research on
Bai Lang would never have been possible.
Meanwhile, with one exception, the debate among scholars as to the “na-
ture” of Bai Lang’s rebellion would continue to dominate for the rest of the
pre-Cultural Revolution period. In 1960 DONG KECHANG followed up his
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1958 article with a fresh attempt to nail down the question, announcing that
the rebellion had not only been “anti-warlord” as Lai Xinxia had asserted but
had also been “anti-feudal” and “anti-imperialist”. The ties between imperial-
ism, “always the most deadly enemy of the Chinese people”, and the feudal
authority that remained in China despite the 1911 Revolution were so strong
as to mean that an attack on one automatically became an attack on the other.
Moreover, the current of anti-foreignism left in Henan by the Boxer move-
ment made Bai Lang’s movement inevitably anti-imperialist, as evidenced by
its early attacks on missionaries (“special detachments of the imperialist inva-
sion of China”). (Dong Kechang 1960) Both Dong and another historian writ-
ing at the same time (Shi Xianghong 1961) pointed out that, since peasants
saw no further than their immediate oppressors, attacks on mission stations
and “imperialist churches” naturally became for them the primary means of
expressing their revolutionary fervour. Leaving aside the pros and cons of his
argument, Dong’s article is fascinating for clarifying the consternation that Bai
Lang’s movement provoked among the foreign community in China, especially
in cities close to the front line like Wuchang in Hubei. His point that class con-
tradictions in Henan, while on the one hand making a revolutionary movement
like Bai Lang’s inevitable, also ensured that it would be crushed mercilessly,
is also well taken.
HUANG GUANGKUO, who had been silent since his editing of Xian Yun’s
Jindaishi ziliao article in 1956, made two important contributions to Bai Lang
research in 1960. The first, using a number of new materials, fleshed out the
career of Bai Lang from his origins in the rending poverty of southwest Henan
to the nationwide impact that remained after his death four years later. (Huang
Guangkuo 1960a) The second was much more interesting, again using a num-
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ber of previously unused materials to detail the concrete ways in which the
imperialist powers France, Britain and the USA helped Yuan Shikai to sup-
press Bai Lang by sending “reconnaissance” aeroplanes (armed with bombs)
and military “observer” teams, and simultaneously put economic and political
pressure on him to get the job done fast. (Huang Guangkuo 1960b) SHI
XIANGHONG (1961 : 25) also stresses this point.
Next to join the debate on the “nature” of Bai Lang’s rebellion was WANG
ZONGYU. Wang added a new note to the now-firmly entrenched view of Bai
Lang as having been anti-feudal, anti-imperialist and anti-Yuan Shikai by as-
serting that the movement had in fact been “not just a simple peasant war but
a peasant rebellion with a strong bourgeois-democratic colouring”. (Wang
Zongyu 1964 : 14) Bai Lang’s close contacts with revolutionaries like Huang
Xing since the early days of the movement had led him, wittingly or unwitting-
ly, to superimpose the aspirations of modern revolutionaries onto his basic
peasant consciousness, thereby changing the very nature of his rebellion. As
evidence, Wang pointed to the appearance of consciously political slogans like
“Establish a Perfect Government” and “Expel Yuan Shikai” after Bai’s links
with the republicans were established. Unfortunately, he adds, the actual influ-
ence of the revolutionaries who joined Bai Lang never went beyond these slo-
gans and various pieces of military advice : practical conditions made it
impossible for them to carry out any real political propaganda among the rank
and file, who consequently had little understanding of what the “revolution”
they were apparently fighting for really was. Thus, he unhappily concludes,
the movement’s failure was always in the cards since it predated the appear-
ance of true “proletarian leadership”. (Wang Zongyu 1964 : 24)
Bai Lang’s links with the republicans were fast becoming a hot topic among
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researchers in the mid-1960s, fuelled by the discovery of a secret letter from
revolutionary leader Huang Xing to Bai Lang written at the height of the
“Second Revolution” in July 1913.12) While the letter evidently never reached
Bai’s hands, it made clear Huang’s hope that he would play his part in the in-
surrection by cutting off the north-south railway line so as to prevent Yuan
Shikai from sending troops south against the revolutionaries. (Zhou Yanfa
1963)
As time dwindled away before the unleashing of the storm of political un-
pleasantness that would become known as the “Cultural Revolution”, two ar-
ticles appeared that took a somewhat different tack from those we have
considered hitherto : a refreshing analysis by HAN XUERU of Bai Lang’s
westward passage through Shaanxi (Han Xueru 1965), and a short piece by
WANG SHUCUN introducing a popular woodblock print of Bai’s attack on
Fengxiang, one of the cities he attacked during his passage through that prov-
ince. (Wang Shucun 1964)
While the Henan investigation had confirmed Bai Lang’s peasant origins and
popular ties, his sacking of local towns had proved his anti-feudal mettle, and
his attacks on mission stations had underlined his latent anti-imperialist
stance, little attention had been paid to events following his move west into
Shaanxi and Gansu. Bai was by this time undeniably under the influence of the
republicans who had joined his movement in large numbers following the col-
lapse of the Second Revolution, ordered neither to attack missionaries nor to
wreak unnecessary destruction on the cities he passed en route. Han Xueru
confirms this point, noting the disappearance of the anti-Christian slant in Bai’s
activities despite the existence of a Christian church in every major city of the
province. Relying, unlike previous researchers, chiefly on material culled from
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local gazetteers, he takes due note of the tales of destruction and mayhem con-
tained there, but, “using class analysis”, shows that whatever destruction was
wrought was against the property of the rich or against official premises. His
point seems to be that Bai Lang after entering Shaanxi was at last on the verge
of maturing into a political force and, had it not been for the government ar-
mies nipping at his heels, forcing him to be constantly on the move, might in
due course have become a more modern revolutionary movement.
As if to confirm the success of this new policy, it has been recorded that
Shaanxi peasants flocked to join the band as it passed by, despite the fact that
it was from outside the province, even as late as June 1914 when it passed
through in the opposite direction in headlong flight for its native Henan. (Han
Xueru 1965 : 38) The woodblock print mentioned above, created in 1916 and
still apparently selling strongly in the city of Fengxiang almost 50 years later,
(Wang Shucun 1964 : 32) is a vivid illustration of the positive image that Bai’s
new policies created for him in Shaanxi. The heroic depiction of the attacking
rebels, all, including Bai Lang himself, dressed in simple peasant garb, is
clearly contrasted with the crafty-looking demeanour of the defenders on the
city walls, symbolically depicted wearing either a Western military greatcoat
or a traditional Chinese scholar’s robes. Wang also quotes an eyewitness’s
positive assessment of the rebels’ behaviour during the attack on Fengxiang,
refuting the claims of atrocities made in gazetteers and bearing out Han
Xueru’s class analysis-based conclusions.
In the ten short years following the appearance of the Jindaishi ziliao arti-
cles in 1956, the basis for research on Bai Lang’s movement was laid, albeit
within the relatively narrow frame of reference open to scholars of the time.
Materials long hidden in libraries had been dusted off and sorted, a vigorous
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debate on the “nature” of the movement had been waged, and a number of en-
ergetic young scholars had appeared. Their legacy would eventually be taken
up, sometimes to be challenged, sometimes to be confirmed, but only after a
painful ten-year hiatus.
STAGE TWO: 19761990
“Ten Lost Years” was an apt description of the climate affecting historical
research during the years of the Cultural Revolution. Scholars for the most
part kept their heads low, and it was not until 1976 that Bai Lang research got
under way again. In the autumn of that year, as the country began licking its
wounds following the death of Mao Zedong and the fall of the “Gang of Four”,
a researcher in the History Research Institute of the Henan Academy of Social
Sciences in Zhengzhou named YANG BINGYAN finally blew the dust off his
pen and set to work. In the little time remaining between interminable politi-
cal meetings, he began gathering materials and writing his first tentative
words.
Although Yang fell ill and died before he had time to complete his research,
the draft he left behind was edited by a colleague at the History Research
Institute, Wang Tianjiang (a participant in the 1959 investigation), and finally
saw the light of day in 1978. (Yang Bingyan 1978) It was a modest 47-page
volume, written in a popular, emotional style despite being coloured by the po-
litical atmosphere of the day. Though it surely would have grown into some-
thing far more substantial had Yang had the time to finish it, nevertheless it
counts as the first book-length study of Bai Lang to be published in China.
Like most academic works of the time it provided no explicit references (ex-
cept for quotations－in bold print－from the writings of Mao and Lenin), but
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drew closely on the pre-Cultural Revolution research on Bai Lang for its de-
tailed summary of the movement, and thus formed a useful launching pad for
would-be Bai Lang researchers who had come of age in the preceding decade.
Even more useful for young researchers was a voluminous documentary
collection, titled simply Bai Lang qiyi (The Bai Lang rebellion), which ap-
peared in the summer of 1980, compiled by DU CHUNHE, Editor in Chief at
the Republican China History Project of the Modern History Research
Institute in the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing. (Du Chunhe
1980) This book collected within its 400-odd pages not only the Department
of the Army’s archives containing the cables that flew back and forth between
the Beiyang government and its local commanders desperately trying to sup-
press Bai Lang, but also the relevant archives of Henan governor Zhang
Zhenfang and of the Gansu provincial government. Separate sections also pro-
vided the texts of Bai Lang’s proclamations, communications with the republi-
cans and so on, and a collection of eyewitness accounts of the rebellion (two
of them never before published). At the conclusion of his short historical pref-
ace, based on Yang Bingyan’s account of the rebellion, Du set out his own
view: while Bai Lang had dealt heavy blows not only to Yuan Shikai’s regime
but also to the basic edifice of Chinese feudalism and foreign imperialism, he
was unable to overcome the traditional shortcomings of Chinese peasants,
making it impossible for him to evolve a clear political programme, and he thus
fell into the historic trap of becoming no more than a “roaming bandit”. (Du
Chunhe 1980 : 56)
In comparison to the relatively meagre supply of published materials on Bai
Lang on which this review is principally focused, the vast stores of unpub-
lished or restricted-circulation materials related to Bai Lang in province,
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county and other local archives across the areas of north China affected by his
rebellion form an “embarrassment of riches”. Inaccessible to ordinary readers
for many years, it is only since the end of the Cultural Revolution that these
materials－based on locally collected data and often at odds with the main-
stream version of events－have been printed and made available to scholars.13)
Although there is no space to consider all these materials here, it seems
clear that locality coloured the reception of Bai Lang’s rebellion. The Baofeng
archives, for example, provide reams of data underlining the rebellion’s popu-
lar roots and its continuation by Bai Lang’s successors Lao Yangren and Fan
Zhongxiu. (Baofeng Committee of the CPPCC 1985～) In contrast, in Gansu
where “old people still shake their heads at the mention of Bai Lang’s name”,
two unpublished accounts in the provincial library, written down in the 1950s,
refer to Bai Lang as a “bandit”, and one looks in vain for any suggestion that
he was the leader of a peasant rebellion. (Wang Shanzhong 1982 : 119)
In 1980 there appeared out of the blue a 50-page article based almost en-
tirely on materials of this kind gathered in Henan, Hubei, Anhui, Shaanxi, and
Gansu (the only published item used was the 1959 investigation report intro-
duced above). First written down in 1964 and evidently put under wraps until
it could be safely published, it painted a much more intimate picture of the re-
bellion and its participants than was available in other sources because the ma-
jority of its information was gleaned from these local records (which the
authors, WANG LIUXIAN ET. AL., elected to reproduce without modifica-
tions). A hand-drawn (and consequently rather confusing) map of Bai Lang’s
movements over the three years of the rebellion is appended to the article.14)
(Wang Liuxian, Lian Jinghao, Zhou Shaoxiang and Wang Xiaochu 1980)
With all these new materials becoming available, it is not surprising that re-
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search on Bai Lang progressed rapidly : before the 1980s were out more than
a dozen new articles dealing with various aspects of the movement had ap-
peared. In addition to the primary theme of pre-1966 research－the role and
function of the movement, researchers began looking at more concrete points
like the timing of Bai Lang’s initial decision to take to the greenwood, the rea-
sons for his ability to flourish so strongly even in Yuan Shikai’s backyard of
Henan, the real objectives of the thrusts east into Anhui and south into Hubei,
(Du Chunhe 1981) and the leadership crisis that led to its defeat. (Liu
Handong & Wang Jianwu 1985) Others took up the 1965 initiative of Han
Xueru and began looking at events outside the Henan heartland, principally
those in Gansu (Yu Yao 1981 ; Guan Lianji 1982, 1990) but also to some extent
those in Anhui. (Zheng Guoliang 1985) (Hubei, which saw several incursions,
has inexplicably been ignored.) Still others examined more critically the grow-
ing contacts between Bai Lang and the republican movement that needed his
cooperation so badly, (Bai Shui 1986) or focused on the various versions of
Huang Xing’s famous handwritten letter to Bai Lang. (Liu Wangling 1983 ; Li
Guoqiang 1983) Following Du Chunhe’s lead, several newly-discovered con-
temporary eyewitness accounts of the rebellion were also dusted off and re-
published. (Teng Lingfei 1985 ; Wang Xitong 2001)
Just when agreement seemed to have been reached on the nature of Bai
Lang’s movement－a large-scale anti-feudal, anti-imperialist peasant rebellion,
but one which was also strongly influenced by the bourgeois-democratic revo-
lutionary movement, (Du Chunhe 1981 ; Wang Shanzhong 1982 ; Huang
Guangkuo 1982) a young Henan-based researcher named ZHOU YUAN threw
a spanner into the works. Zhou suggested that, while undoubtedly anti-feudal,
the rebellion could not be called anti-imperialist since the revolutionaries
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themselves had not dared to oppose imperialism for fear of bringing about an
intervention. Zhou asserted firstly that Bai Lang’s links to the revolution had
long predated the approaches made to him by Huang Xing in 1913 ; and, sec-
ondly, cited sources to show that on the four occasions when Bai Lang had
been accused by the press of ill-treating foreign missionaries this had in fact
been no more than willful misreporting. Bai Lang’s movement was thus a de-
parture from the run of anti-foreign peasant movements that had characterized
north China since before the Boxer outbreak, and deserved to be considered
as something new. (Zhou Yuan 1984)
The task of rebuttal, though not before seven years had passed, fell to the
venerable HUANG GUANGKUO, still writing some 35 years after he struck
the first blow for Bai Lang studies with his introduction to the Jindaishi ziliao
articles in 1956. His most recent article, (Huang Guangkuo 1982) together
with that of another Henan researcher published at about the same time,
(Wang Shanzhong 1982) had made the clearest case yet for Bai Lang’s strong
ideological debt to the republicans, and were probably the catalyst for Zhou
Yuan’s explosive thesis.
Huang insisted that many of the reports on which Zhou had based his argu-
ment were unreliable, making his claim that Bai Lang had had links to the re-
publicans as early as 1911 baseless. Moreover, he claimed, if we said that Bai
Lang was not opposed to foreign aggression because he did not attack Chris-
tian missions one would have to say the same thing of the mid-19th century
Taiping movement, which was demonstrably not true. To oppose Yuan Shikai
as Bai Lang did was automatically to oppose imperialism, which stood firmly
behind Yuan’s government. Zhou Yuan’s thesis, therefore, failed to overthrow
the existing orthodoxy regarding Bai Lang. (Huang Guangkuo 1991) No re-
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sponse from Zhou Yuan has been recorded.
Unlike much of the earlier research, which had been obliged to locate the
reasons for Bai Lang’s failure on such factors as his lacking “proletarian” lead-
ership or his failure to overcome traditional peasant limitations, researchers in
the post-Cultural Revolution period, taking advantage of the more open politi-
cal atmosphere on the one hand, and the wealth of new material that had be-
come available in numerous local archives on the other, sought more down-to-
earth causes.
Primary among these is the lack of practical support from the republicans,
coupled with what is seen as Bai’s strategically unwise decision (generally
agreed to have been urged upon him by his republican advisors against the
wishes of his major subchiefs) to leave Henan and beat a path west to set up
a base in Sichuan. (Guan Lianji 1990 ; Bai Shui 1986) Subsequently, a combi-
nation of exhaustion, lack of clear objectives, ragged discipline because of the
large numbers of dubious recruits picked up en route, and a complete inability
or unwillingness to establish a rapport with the local population particularly in
the mainly Moslem far western province of Gansu15) led to a series of defeats
that eventually left no choice but to head for home. Pointing to the way ex-
hausted band members melted away as soon as they came within sight of their
villages, researchers have proposed the trials in the far west as holding the
key to the movement’s eventual collapse. (Yu Yao 1981 ; Guan Lianji 1982 ;
Guan Lianji 1990) Others have pointed to the increasingly strained relations
among the band’s leadership echelons, as much a voluntary grouping of equals
around the charismatic figure of Bai Lang in 1914 as they had been when they
first took to the hills in 1911, as the primary reason for the rebellion’s sudden
disintegration. (Liu Handong and Wang Jianwu 1985) The work of these post-
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1980s scholars is also notable for being comparatively hard-hitting and
ideology-free : GUAN LIANJI (1982, 1990), BAI SHUI (1986) and LIU
HANDONG and WANG JIANWU (1985) stand out in this regard.
Bai Lang’s end, when it came in July 1914, was shrouded in mystery, as all
true heroes’ deaths should be.16) Ill and wounded, abandoned by all but a few
score of his most intimate followers, hounded by troops and landlord militias
drawn by the 100,000 yuan price on his head, he slipped back into his home
village in Baofeng county only to be surrounded and forced to flee to the hills.
What happened after that, including the question of whether or not Bai Lang
really died, has been the focus of some fascinating detective work by a young
scholar born only a few kilometres away and so able to consult not only written
materials but also the memories of people who had grown up with the memory
of “China’s last great peasant rebellion” fresh in their minds. (Xu Hongqi and
Qiao Gaoli 2001)
As the 1980s drew to a close, it could be said that a substantial body of work
on Bai Lang had been achieved. Instead of the stifling insistence on class-
struggle explanations that had kept the pre-Cultural Revolution research
within such prescribed limits, researchers were able to strike out on their
own, challenging accepted notions and “seeking truth from facts”. By the time
the 1990s rolled around it would become clear that Bai Lang research had
achieved mainstream status.
STAGE THREE: THE 1990s AND AFTER
With the disappearance of most of the traditional taboos regarding what
could or could not be studied following the dispensation of “Reform & Open-
ing”, scholars in China began to cast their net more and more widely in the
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quest for new research topics. In such conditions it was inevitable that the vol-
ume of work on Bai Lang would be affected negatively, and indeed since the
mid-1990s, as far as we have been able to ascertain, relatively few studies have
appeared. On the other hand, with the experts in overall agreement about the
historical significance of Bai Lang’s movement, the 1990s saw a new develop-
ment : positive assessments of Bai Lang began to appear in both national and
provincial histories and even in new editions of provincial gazetteers, long the
repository of the most disparaging treatments of those who set themselves up
as the people’s armed representatives.17) Finally, the first full-length biography
of Bai Lang appeared. We will take them one by one.
GENERAL HISTORIES
For years, histories of modern China had not dared or had not bothered to
mention Bai Lang, or if they did it was as no more than a passing note on a
“bandit calamity” or “disgruntled mutineer”. (Wang Shanzhong 1982 : 119)
The only major exception to this rule was the veteran journalist TAO JUYIN,
whose chatty study of the Beiyang warlord regimes, with a short but sympa-
thetic account of Bai Lang’s resistance to Yuan Shikai, became the first book
published after 1949 to refer to Bai as leader of a peasant rebellion rather than
as merely a bandit or dissident soldier.18) (Tao Juyin [1959], 1983)
General histories of modern China, as far as their treatment of Bai Lang was
concerned, not unnaturally reflected the trends of the times. LI ZENGPING’s
1958 tome followed closely the views of Mao Zedong as he described the re-
bellion as “a result of the contradictions between peasants and their landlord
oppressors”. (Li Zengping [1958] 1979 : 805806) By the 1970s, in a phrase
that would soon become standard fare, the rebellion was credited as having
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“dealt serious blows to the Yuan Shikai regime” but otherwise was given
sparse treatment. (Zhongguo Jindaishi Editorial Group 1977 : 512513) Even
as late as the mid-1990s, history books were apt to give more space to the far-
less influential Second Revolution than they gave to Bai Lang. (Qiu Shusen
and Chen Zhenjiang 1996)
Following the end of the Cultural Revolution, Republican-period historiogra-
phy began to secure a niche of its own in China for the first time, and histories
of the period began giving significant space to descriptions of Bai Lang’s rebel-
lion. By and large, while acknowledging the new orthodoxy that Bai Lang was
to be considered a peasant rebel with links to the bourgeois-democratic revo-
lutionary movement, these books considered the two movements as separate
events ; the unwritten subtext was that both were brave but futile efforts since
they predated the advent of proletarian leadership, with the Second Revolution
being marginally more respectable since it had been “political”. (Li Xin and Li
Zongyi 1987 ; Zhang Xuanwen 1985) Bai Lang was also singled out in 1980 for
inclusion in a compendium of biographies of republican-period personalities.
(Li Xin and Sun Sibai 1980)
HENAN HISTORIES
Although a history of modern Henan giving a short description of Bai Lang’s
rebellion had appeared in 1992, (Chen Chuanhai and Xu Youli 1992) the first
indication that Bai Lang and the bourgeois-democratic revolutionary move-
ment of which he formed a part were to be considered on their own terms
rather than through the lens of hindsight, a hallmark of the new academic at-
mosphere in China from the 1990s onward, appeared in a new history of Henan
province, due to be published in 2004.19) (Wang Tianjiang and Wang Quanying
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2004) After devoting several pages to a detailed consideration of the rebellion
synthesized from the most important of the Bai Lang research that had gone
before, the authors conclude that, “although ultimately unsuccessful, it never-
theless formed a glorious chapter in the modern history of Henan province”.
(Wang Tianjiang and Wang Quanying 2004)
The authors’ take on the movement is clear from the title they give to their
section on Bai Lang : “‘Erci geming’ he Bai Lang qiyi” (The Second Revolution
and Bai Lang’s Rebellion). Instead of viewing the rebellion, as previous histo-
ries had, as an isolated event, that is, they place it squarely within the context
both of the revolutionary movement of the time and of the events in Henan as
a whole, but without detracting from the intrinsic significance of Bai Lang’s
own role. Using a wealth of new materials, they describe in detail not only the
events in rural southwest Henan surrounding Bai Lang’s emergence as a peas-
ant leader, but also the vicious pogroms carried out in the cities of Henan by
the authorities both before and after the Second Revolution in mid-1913. The
large numbers of educated youth sympathetic to the revolution driven into Bai
Lang’s ranks by those pogroms, as well as accounting for the lucidity of the
proclamations he posted everywhere he went, ensured that his movement
would never lack direction and enabled it to bridge the gap between old-style
peasant rebellion and modern revolution. While the assumption hitherto has
been either that Bai Lang was being manipulated by the revolutionaries, or
that it was an alliance forced on each side by weakness, it now seems more
likely that Bai Lang spent many nights arguing with these young people about
the kind of society they envisaged, and that each side gradually came around
to genuine respect for each other’s aims. In short, this work changes many of
our previous ideas about Bai Lang.
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GAZETTEERS
Throughout Chinese history, new regimes or dynasties, once they had
achieved stability and prosperity, felt the need to rewrite from the point of
view of their own orthodoxy not only the history of the preceding era but also
the local record of events, a tradition referred to as shengshi xiuzhi (“in pros-
perous times, rewrite the record”). As a measure of China’s new-found confi-
dence as it dragged itself out of the shadow of the Cultural Revolution into the
heady days of the late 1980s, a high tide of local gazetteer compilation got
under way throughout the country that saw many of the old-regime assump-
tions about society and politics thrown out of the window. Henan was no ex-
ception, and in 1991 the first volumes of its 65-volume provincial gazetteer
began to appear. (Henan sheng difangzhi bangongshi 19911997)
Needless to say, the time to set the record straight on Bai Lang was long
overdue, and as a mark of how important he had come to be considered in
Henan’s local history he merited three separate entries : in the Personalities
section (renwuzhi), the Military Affairs section (junshizhi), and lastly the
Peasant Movement section (nongmin yundong zhi). Each entry, compiled by
local experts, sets out in an unemotional, non-ideological tone the origins of
the rebellion amid the poverty and corruption of southwest Henan, the facts of
Bai Lang’s career and links with the republicans, and so on. A companion vol-
ume, the Henan tongjian (Outline History of Henan), also carried a short
entry on Bai Lang. (Henan sheng difangzhi bangongshi 2001)
BIOGRAPHY
When the researchers of Kaifeng Normal College entered the villages of
From “Peasant Bandit” to “Prominent Personality”
― ―73
Baofeng in November 1959 to carry out their investigation of Bai Lang’s home
area, one of the people they enlisted to help them carry out their task of gain-
ing the villagers’ trust and understanding was a young Baofeng schoolteacher.
Over the ensuing years this young man moved from teaching to archival work
in local history, and by the time of his retirement 30-odd years later had
amassed a vast quantity of material including not only contemporary newspa-
pers and official archives but also many handwritten recollections by one-time
associates of his famous Baofeng tongxiang Bai Lang. He was also, of course,
well versed in the research on Bai Lang that had appeared over those 30 years.
After he retired, ZHANG XIANMING decided that he was better situated
than anyone else, from the point of view of local familiarity as well as that of
access to materials, to write the definitive biography of Bai Lang, one that
would be both accessible to ordinary readers and valuable to scholars. The re-
sult (Zhang Xianming 2000) was a tour de force that is valuable not only for
its highly readable style but also for being based closely on material sources
(though the sources are often somewhat uncritically used).20) To underwrite
his arguments, Zhang quotes liberally from (and, unusually, gives full citations
for) contemporary newspapers including the Shanghai Shenbao and the Tianjin
Dagongbao as well as from government and army archives. But because Zhang
writes from personal familiarity and also bases much of the text on the recol-
lections of local people, it has the overall tone of a story being told by a friendly
uncle rather than of an academic treatise. His biography is unlikely to be su-
perseded for many years.21)
CONCLUSIONS
Bai Lang’s rebellion was the first great peasant rebellion of the Republican
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Period in China, but, as the communist government was at pains to emphasize
during the early years of Bai Lang research, it was also the last in a long tra-
dition dating back more than two thousand years to the uprising led by Chen
Sheng and Wu Guang in the closing years of the Qin dynasty. Noting that its
own addition of “proletarian” leadership to the traditional energies of the op-
pressed peasants in the 20th century had finally brought this long tradition to
a successful conclusion, the CPC was anxious to cement its claim to be the
tradition’s inheritor. As far as communist historiography is concerned, there-
fore, Bai Lang’s rebellion had significance far beyond the blows it dealt to the
reactionary regime of Yuan Shikai, as the explicit Party directive to carry out
the 1959 investigation showed.
In such a politicized society as China was until only recently it is not sur-
prising that, over the half-century since research on Bai Lang began, Chinese
historians’ efforts to uncover the “truth” about the rebellion have been
branded by the historical and political background that molded them. In the
early years after the communists’ assumption of power in 1949, Mao Zedong’s
class-struggle interpretation of history and his “New Democracy” formulation
were both clearly visible as Bai Lang researchers throughout the 1950s and
early 1960s insisted first on the rebellion’s anti-feudal and/or anti-imperialist
character, then almost imperceptibly came to agree on its simultaneous bour-
geois-democratic nature. The effects of the Party line were not all negative :
had it not been for the financing and other guarantees furnished by the govern-
ment, the 1959 investigation, and the large amount of materials it spawned,
would never have been. (It was ironic that so much of the data was to be lost
in the Cultural Revolution, the bloody climax to the Maoist view of history.)
“Reform & Opening” had profound significance for Bai Lang studies, open-
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ing up the once-secretive local archives to researchers while gradually permit-
ting them to reform their view of history. On the one hand, collections of hith-
erto inaccessible documents like Du Chunhe’s Bai Lang qiyi brought scholars
a wealth of new information to ream. On the other, as the intellectual environ-
ment gradually developed in the direction of relative academic freedom during
the 1980s, one could sense from their writings their first tentative steps out-
side the sheltering cradle of class-struggle orthodoxy. A more critical eye was
cast on Bai Lang’s dealings with the republicans, while the emphasis on the
movement’s anti-landlord nature declined correspondingly. The reasons for
his defeat were pursued pragmatically rather than being mired in ideological
apologies. Denunciations of imperialism became as rare in studies of Bai Lang
as they had become in the government’s public pronouncements on the world
order. Researchers in Gansu archives even went so far as to suggest that Bai
Lang and his army might not always have been the model of perfection they
were traditionally held up as. Many of the researchers appearing on the Bai
Lang scene were young, raised in a quite different atmosphere from their pre-
Cultural Revolution counterparts, and not afraid to call a spade a spade. Most
of them were from or were working in Henan, and the cumulative effort of the
succeeding generations of Henan scholars has seen Bai Lang elevated to the
status of celebrated provincial personage, lauded in local history books and, 82
years after his death, finally given a gravestone to call his own.
Ironically, despite the government’s attempts in the 1950s to make Bai Lang
the shoulder bearer of 2000 years of tradition, in the cold light of day it be-
comes clear that to research Bai Lang is to research only a small part of a sin-
gle province, Henan, during a short span of years within a specific period, the
Republican Period. Although the press carried stories of “White Wolves,
国際文化論集 №30
― ―76
“Yellow Wolves” and “Black Wolves” popping up all over the country in the af-
termath of Bai Lang’s defeat, the rebellion had little impact on the provinces
that it did not actually touch.
Documentation is also highly limited. Although, as the preceding discussion
has noted, large amounts of archival material became available after the 1980s,
it is highly unlikely that much more material of a quality and quantity sufficient
to stimulate fresh scholarly interest will be found, and those materials that are
already available have been mined to the point of exhaustion. Under the cir-
cumstances it is not surprising that, with the last restrictions on academic
curiosity virtually lifted, more and more scholars have been turning their at-
tentions toward more promising fields.22)
The decline in scholarly interest has been mirrored by a corresponding de-
cline in popular awareness of Bai Lang, even in his home area of Baofeng.23)
His newly erected gravestone, magnificent though it is, stands proud but for-
lorn, ignored not only by the surrounding population but also by the local gov-
ernment that erected it, despite its recognition as an officially “protected”
province-level cultural relic.24) Speeding along the road that brought us there
from Zhengzhou in no more than a few hours, we could not help reflecting on
how, 90 years before, the same journey would have taken us several days (if
we got there at all without falling foul of “bandits”). It is an ironic testament
to a man whose final recognition as a hero coincided with the birth of an age
that, with its modern roads and telecommunications, has turned his heritage
into an anachronism.
NOTES
1) West Ward (Xi qu) has since been renamed Shilong Ward.
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2) For a translation of the inscription, photographs, and a discussion of the grave,
see Billingsley & Xu (2004).
3) Western-language sources on Bai Lang include Billingsley (1988) ; Perry
(1980, 1983) ; and Friedman (1974).
4) “Beiyang” was originally the name of the Western-style army organized by
Yuan Shikai at the end of the Qing dynasty. After 1911 the term was applied to
all the north China military units allied to Yuan, and by extension to the govern-
ment itself.
5) Most of the Bai Lang-related materials have already been listed and briefly an-
notated by a young Taiwan scholar in her survey of PRC writing on Republican-
period bandits. (Huey Fang Wu 1998)
6) The contemporary press without exception referred to Bai Lang as the “White
Wolf” using a homophone for Lang meaning “wolf” and translating his family
name Bai literally as “white”. While most sources agree that this was a device
of the government to support its contention that Bai Lang was no more than a
bandit, others have suggested that the connotations of “wolf” are not all nega-
tive, and that it could have been applied positively to denote his fierceness, brav-
ery, and ability to move quickly. There is no record of Bai Lang himself using
the “Wolf” version of his name.
7) As a young officer Feng had taken part in the suppression of Bai Lang, and his
autobiography includes a chapter titled “Jiao Bai Lang” (Suppressing the White
Wolf).
8) Lai was a young historian cultivated by the post-1949 establishment who was
fast becoming an expert on the politics of the warlord period. Working at Nankai
University in Tianjin, he had access to the former archives of the Department of
the Army (Lujun bu) in the city, and materials he found there presumably
sparked his interest in Bai Lang. His masterwork, Beiyang junfa shilue (Brief
history of the Beiyang warlords) (Wuhan : Hubei renmin chubanshe : 1957 ; re-
issued in 1983 as Beiyang junfa shigao (Draft history of the Beiyang warlords)),
also has references to Bai Lang.
9) See Harrison (1970) for a full discussion of the tortuous evolution of the com-
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munist line on peasant wars.
10) Dong cites the example of Luo Yaojiu, who had written, in a 1957 article,
“Countless mutinies occurred during the regime of the Yuan Shikai clique, the
most serious being the so-called ‘White Wolf Rebellion’”. See “Lun Yuan Shikai
tongzhi shiqi jieji maodun de yanhua” (The deepening of class contradictions
during the rule of Yuan Shikai), in Xueshu luntan 4, cited in Dong Kechang
1958 : 37.
11) The initial investigation seems to have covered a much wider radius than just
these three counties. At least one other group carried out a similar investigation
in Xichuan, further to the southwest on the border with Shaanxi, where Bai Lang
had evidently burned a village to the ground. See Ma Xiaoquan and Zhang
Chaofeng 1994. For reasons that are not clear, the data gathered from these fur-
ther investigations was not published at the time and, in the form of two trunk-
loads of note cards, lay gathering dust in the Henan University office of the late
Hu Siyong, head of the 1959 research team, until most of it was lost in the con-
fusion of the Cultural Revolution. More than 35 years later, what remained of
those records was tracked down in the files of Henan University’s History
Department, and a small part of the data relating to Xiquan, as noted above, was
subsequently edited for publication by Ma Xiaoquan, a researcher who had once
worked as Hu’s assistant. Ma also told us that the number of people in the
Henan University History Department familiar with Bai Lang is now regrettably
very small. (Telephone interview with Ma Xiaoquan (now General Editor at
Henan University Press), Shanghai, February 13, 2004)
12) Claiming that Yuan Shikai had stolen the fruits of the 1911 Revolution that
abolished the previous Qing dynasty and ended three millenia of imperial rule,
republicans under Sun Zhongshan (Sun Yatsen) and Huang Xing mounted a new
armed uprising that they called the “Second Revolution”, but were defeated
after less than two months’ fighting.
13) The most authoritative listing of such materials is Li Yongpu (1992), which
lists 41 Bai Lang-related materials from mostly county archives in Henan,
Hubei, Anhui, Shaanxi and Gansu.
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The CPPCC (Chinese People’s Political and Consultative Conference ; Zhong-
guo renmin zhengzhi xieshang hui, usually abbreviated to “Zhengxie”) has a sepa-
rate Historical Materials Committee (wenshi ziliao weiyuanhui) that overlooks
and finances the collection and sorting of memoir material such as that under
discussion here.
14) Another article about Bai Lang’s origins and career based almost entirely on
local materials and information gleaned from a 90+-year old eyewitness is that
of Zhao Jie (1994). It differs in numerous respects from the accepted versions
of Bai Lang’s life, but there is as yet no way of ascertaining the accuracy of the
story it relates.
15) The task was made more difficult by local demagogues like the Moslem war-
lord Ma Enliang, who had stirred up Hui and Tibetan minority feelings by
spreading rumours that Bai Lang planned to kill them all and destroy their relig-
ions. See Guan Lianji 1982 : 534.
16) The exact date of Bai’s death is a part of the mystery. Most accounts have
hitherto agreed on somewhere around 6 August, but this now seems to have
been merely the date of the official announcement ; more recent treatments give
either the end of July or the beginning of August.
17) Not surprisingly, Bai Lang also began to feature in fictional or semi-fictional
works aimed at a mass audience after the mid-1980s. These are of mixed qual-
ity. One of the better historical novels is Zhou Xi (1987), which is well re-
searched and sticks reasonably close to the facts in telling the story not only of
the rebellion but also of the opposing armies and of events unfolding simultane-
ously in Beijing. Two others, Xi Erxiao (1994) and Niu Gouba (2001) we have
not had a chance to consult. At the opposite end of the spectrum is Zhang
Shuaihong (2000). As might be anticipated from the book’s overall title, “Ten
Great Bandit Tyrants”, Zhang begins on the wrong foot by using an erroneous
“Lang” for Bai Lang in the essay’s title, then goes on to rehash the most calum-
nious lies about Bai Lang dished out by the contemporary popular press.
Yet another indication that Bai Lang had achieved mainstream status was his
appearance on the Internet. Entering the words “Bai Lang qiyi” into China’s
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most popular search engine www.baidu.com.cn yields more than 500 pages of in-
formation ranging from book entries to Bai Lang-related cultural artifacts such
as oil paintings.
18) Tao had already introduced Bai Lang in an earlier, more journalistic work that
formed the basis for the one mentioned here. (Tao Juyin 1947) Because of its
fresh, non-ideological style, his later work proved overwhelmingly popular with
readers when first published in 1959 and also when it was re-issued in 1983.
Pages 277284 of the 1983 edition deal with Bai Lang.
19) The authors are grateful to Professor Wang Quanying for allowing them to
consult the galley proofs of this work prior to publication.
20) Although one Yu Jincang is listed as co-author of the book, in fact Zhang
Xianming was the sole author. Unable to find funding for publishing his project
either from the government or from organizations like the CPPCC, Zhang
turned instead, as many cash-strapped writers are doing in China today, to a
local entrepreneur, Yu Jincang, owner of Baofeng Wine and one of the Baofeng
area’s most successful businessmen. An advertisement for the company may be
found at the back of the book.
21) Except perhaps by Zhang Xianming himself : Zhang told the authors that he
still has large quantities of unutilized materials about Bai Lang, amounting to
some 80,000 words, that he has as yet been unable to find the money to put to
use. (Telephone interview with Zhang Xianming, Shanghai, February 10, 2004)
Zhang Xianming has also authored two further biographies, one of Lao
Yangren, “The Old Foreigner”, a former subordinate of Bai Lang who became
celebrated in his own right as a peasant leader (though better known as a “sol-
dier bandit”) in the early 1920s ; (Zhang Xianming 2003) and another of Fan
Zhongxiu, who assumed the mantle of local rebellion (again, better known as a
“bandit-militarist”) after Lao Yangren’s death. (Zhang Xianming 1999) For de-
tails on the two men, see Billingsley (1988).
22) Local researchers have testified to the declining degree of scholarly interest
in Bai Lang even in his home province of Henan. (Telephone interviews with
Xu Hongqi and Ma Xiaoquan, Shanghai, February 12 and 13, 2004, respectively)
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Even the Shixue yuekan, mainstay of Bai Lang research for almost 40 years, has
not received a single Bai Lang-related submission since 1991. (Communication
from the journal’s Senior Editor Weng Youwei to the authors, February 16,
2004)
23) According to Xu Hongqi, there was almost no awareness of Bai Lang among
young people even in Bai Lang’s home county of Baofeng when he was growing
up.
24) The situation is admittedly somewhat complex since the spot where Bai Lang
was buried comes under the jurisdiction of Pingdingshan’s Shilong Ward, and his
birthplace, neighbouring Daliuzhuang, under that of Baofeng ; there has conse-
quently been some passing of the buck as far as responsibility for the site’s
upkeep is concerned. However, the authors learned that Shilong Ward has re-
cently purchased the land around the site to a radius of 3040 mou, with plans
to construct a Bai Lang Memorial Hall (jinenguan) there. Whether this will
push Daliuzhuang into action remains to be seen. (Telephone interview with
Zhao Guofu, Director of the Cultural Relics Management Section of Shilong
Ward’s Culture and Television Bureau, Shanghai, February 18, 2004)
Bai Lang’s sole remaining direct relative is his grandson, who lives with his
family in Baofeng. Apart from their visits to the grave each April at Qingming
festival time, it is apparently unvisited and unswept. (Telephone interview with
Zhang Xianming, Shanghai, February 18, 2004)
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From “Peasant Bandit” to
“Prominent Personality” :
Bai Lang in the Scales of History
Philip BILLINGSLEY
XU Youwei
From 1911 to 1914 Bai Lang led what became known as “China’s Last Great
Peasant Rebellion”. Leading some 20,000 followers across five provinces of
north China including his native Henan, he caused the mobilization of hun-
dreds of thousands of government troops and almost brought about a foreign
intervention. After his death in battle in 1914 Bai Lang was derided as a bandit
and ignored by Chinese historians until the inauguration of the People’s Re-
public in 1949. After that time communist historians began to view Bai Lang
not as a bandit but as the last of the great peasant rebels who, according to
Communist Party historiography, had been the prime moving force of Chinese
history. From the 1950s until the late 1990s Chinese historians published doz-
ens of scholarly articles seeking to define the Bai Lang rebellion’s historical
meaning.
This article traces the changing attitudes of Chinese historians to Bai Lang’s
rebellion amid the socio-political background against which they were writing.
It finds that the conclusions they reached were influenced and limited by the
current government and Communist Party line. Only since the 1990s have
Chinese historians attained the freedom to speak their minds.
